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Abstract 
In this study, we compared the most successful five OECD countries  with the last five in PISA Mathematical literacy both in 
2003 and 2006 in terms of social justice and equality in educational opportunities. We looked into the subject through the 
dimensions of financial and human resources invested in education, the learning environment and organisation of schools. 
General survey was applied in this research. Data were obtained through review documents of OECD and PISA. The analyses 
showed that  inefficiencies in the mentioned dimensions effect students’ performance negatively. In conclusion, we can 
obviously say that all participants don’t have the equal conditions and opportunities.  There is a crucial point to emphasis that 
unless we supply the equal opportunities and justice in education is it possible to talk about success and failure? 
Keywords: OECD; PISA; justice; equality. 
1. Introduction 
OECD reports are useful to search for effective policies that enhance individuals’ social and economic prospects, 
provide incentives for greater efficiency in schooling, and help to mobilize resources to meet rising demands. It is 
possible to see our educational systems in the light of other countries performances and monitor how ours are 
progressing in producing world-class students. The OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
answers the questions of whether students are well prepared for future challenges, if  they can analyse, reason and 
communicate effectively and whether  they have the capacity to continue learning throughout life. The major 
challenge for education policy is to foster high overall levels of student achievement (quality), while limiting the 
influence of socio-economic contexts on learning outcomes (equity), which can be considered an indicator of 
inefficiencies in education systems to fully capitalise on the cognitive potential of students. PISA allows the twin 
goals of quality and equity in education to be monitored by considering not only differences in results by country, 
but also performance differences between students and schools from varying socio-economic contexts (PISA, 2006). 
Socio-economic equity still remains one of the most powerful factors that influnce student performances. Besides 
this, Gorard (2001) implies that comparison between different national education systems is difficult for many 
reasons, but largely because school systems differ in so many respects that it is difficult to mount a convincing 
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argument that any one difference is related to another. Countries such as Germany and Austria offer a choice— 
frequently linked to ability—between vocational, technical and general education at the age of 12 (in the case of 
Germany) and 14 (in the case of Austria). Other countries, such as the UK, Denmark, Finland and Portugal, offer a 
general education up to the end of compulsory schooling (usually 16).  Despite their limitations, such comparisons 
can be very useful. They allow researchers and policy-makers in one country to put the position of their own country 
in perspective. (Gorard,&Smith, 2004).  
In Republic, Plato doesn’t merely talks about the necessity of literacy but also presents a definition of justice and 
shows how it should be the basis of the good society. He also discusses in detail the education the philosopher 
should undergo before he can become the ruler of the state. The central idea with which Plato emerges from this 
analysis is that justice is not simply equality, although it includes this principle, but the harmonious functioning of 
the individuals and classes which make up the state. A harmoniously functioning state is a healthy state. Similiarly, 
an individual is healthy (Mitias 2003). Eric  Fromm argued that the pursuit of money, prestige and power prevents 
us from recognising the interests of our real self, and he bemoaned the fact that we bow down to the 'anonymous 
power of the market' and 'of the machine whose servants we have become' in Man for Himself (Wilde  2004). Is 
capitalist society  reaching its end? The nuclear arms race, ecological ruin, terrorism, the economic collapse all 
spring, according to Fromm, from the cult of having and from the disregard of being. While some are trying for 
more which are endless others are satisfied with the basic needs if they manage to (Fromm 2002).  The socialist 
feminist theorist, Iris Young. In Justice and the Politics of Difference, Young (1990) argues for an extension of the 
boundaries of what is usually thought of as social justice. She suggests that social justice should not be used 
exclusively in the narrow conventional sense of referring to the way in which goods are distributed in society but 
should be expanded to include 'all aspects of institutional rules an relations insofar as they are subject to potential 
collective action'.  Young's approach to justice rests on a conceptualization of injustice based on a detailed 
explication of 'five faces of oppression': exploitation, marginalization, powerlessness, cultural imperialism and 
violence. She argues that 'Distributive injustices may contribute to and result from these forms of oppression, but 
none is reducible to distribution and all involve social structures and relations beyond distribution' (Gewirtz, 1998). 
One of the David Hume’ moral and political inquiries is that a theory of property and justice which emphasises the 
necessity of social justice.  
Rawls’ (1971) theory of ‘justice as fairness’ has been inÀuential in recent debates on social justice. He is 
concerned about the social, economic and political arrangements we should choose to achieve a fair distribution and 
he suggests two principles of justice. The ¿rst is that each person is to have equal rights and liberty to the extent that 
it is compatible with the freedoms of others. The second is that there should be distribution of economic and social 
goods so that the least advantaged should bene¿t the most: ‘All social primary goods – liberty and opportunity, 
income and wealth, and the bases of selfrespect – are to be distributed equally unless an unequal distribution of any 
or all of these goods is to the advantage of the least favoured’ (Matthews, 2005). In addition, empirical research 
consistently shows a positive relationship between educational attainment and income: On average, better-educated 
individuals earn higher incomes. In other words, cultural capital converts into economic capital (Hutmacher& 
Cochrane&Bottani, 2001). 
For Carson &Shepard (2001), to social justice theorists, lofty visions of equality and opportunity are important, 
but not sufficient for bringing greater educational equity into being. Like Martin Luther King, Jr., they understand 
that justice has never “rolled in on the wings of inevitability”. Throughout history, creating greater social justice in 
society and in its institutions has required the commitment of dedicated leaders. Like Thurgood Marshall, social 
justice theorists believe that all men and women who provide leadership for public educational institutions within a 
democratic society must continually reach for greater opportunity and justice for all children (Larson& Murtadha, 
2005). 
Despite a high and growing global average income, billions of human beings are still condemned to lifelong 
severe poverty with all its attendant evils of low life expectancy, social exclusion, ill health, illiteracy, dependency, 
and effective enslavement. We should think about global justice in ignorance of the facts. All politicians and 
academcians whose heads in clouds or buried in sand must pay more attention to the real world (Pogge, 2005). The 
demands of a new world of industrial restructuring and globalization as well as the continued need for welfare 
support for the economically dispossessed created a climate in which ideas of social justice came to have a renewed 
significance, but also created a climate in which traditional ideas of social justice and their policy implications came 
under review (Boucher& Kelly, 2008) Most of the existing international inequality in standards of living was built 
up in the colonial period when today’s affluent countries ruled today’s poor regions of the world: trading their 
people like cattle, destroying their political institutions and cultures, and taking their natural resources. In 1960, 
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when the colonizers finally left, taking what they could and destroying much else, the inequality in per capita 
income between Europe and Africa had grown to 30:1, and vast inequalities existed also in education, health-care, 
infrastructure, and legal and political organization. These inequalities greatly disadvantaged Africans in their 
dealings with governments and corporations of the affluent countries. This disadvantage helps explain why the 
Europe/Africa inequality in per capita income has since risen to 40:1. But even if per capita income had, since 1960, 
increased a full percentage point more each year in Africa than in Europe, this inequality would still be 20:1 today 
and would be fully erased only early in the 24th century(Pogge, 2005). 
Equity and liberty are values that are constantly debated. While those debates are contentious, to say the least, 
Dayton (2000) suggests that the debate is essential in a democratic society.  If either ideals of liberty or equity were 
pursued to the extremes, significant harm would result to individuals and the community. While the protection of 
liberty is essential in a democracy, it is not desirable to allow the powerful to overwhelm the weak in their pursuit of 
self-interests. And while equity is essential to justice, it is not desirable to reduce all individuals to the lowest 
common level. A just balance is essential, in which all persons are granted equity in educational opportunities, but 
retain the liberty to excel and make independent choices concerning their lives (Becker, 2006).  
Policy makers, educators and academicians must face all educational challenges.  We need justice and equality in 
education opportunities to keep the world peace. Equal Opportunity concentrates on treating all people equally and 
providing people with equal rights. Basically, it is about giving everyone a 'fair go'. However, since inequality still 
exists in society treating everyone the same does not necessarily mean fairness of treatment. The provision of 
equality of opportunity must be combined with social justice principles to provide substantive equality to 
marginalized groups. Social justice provides equitable outcomes to marginalized groups by recognizing past 
disadvantage and existence of structural barriers embedded in the social, economic and political system that 
perpetuate systemic discrimination. While equal opportunity rights are applicable to everyone, social justice targets 
the marginalized groups of people in society – it focuses on the disadvantaged. Social justice recognizes that there 
are situations where application of same rules to unequal groups can generate unequal results. Social justice 
provides a framework to assess the impact of policies and practices.  It is obvious that inequalities are produced end 
reproduced by post- welfarist educational policies. The concept of distributive justice is concerned with the 
distribution of the conditions and goods which affect individual well-being.  
In this study we tried to answer the question of “What differences can be observed  between the most successful 
five OECD countries (Finland, Korea, Netherlands, Canada, Japan) with the last five (Mexico, Turkey, Greece, 
Chile, Italy) in PISA Mathematical literacy both in 2003 and 2006 in terms of social justice and equality ?” 
1.1 The programme  for international  student assessment PISA 
PISA is a triennial survey of the knowledge and skills of 15-year-olds. It is the product of collaboration between 
participating countries and economies through the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), and draws on leading international expertise to develop valid comparisons across countries and cultures. 
More than 400 000 students from 57 countries making up close to 90% of the world economy took part in PISA 
2006. The focus was on science but the assessment also included reading and mathematics and collected data on 
student, family and institutional factors that could help to explain differences in performance. This report 
summarises the main findings(PISA, 2006). 
1.2 MathematÕcs performance in PISA 2006 and changes since PISA 2003 
PISA 2003 looked in detail at mathematics performance. PISA 2006 provides a briefer update, so it is possible to 
see change in mathematics performance over three years. PISA uses a concept of mathematical literacy that is 
concerned with the capacity of students to analyse, reason and communicate effectively as they pose, solve and 
interpret mathematical problems in a variety of situations involving quantitative, spatial, probabilistic or other 
mathematical concepts. 
The highest percentage of students at Levels 5 and 6 were found in Korea (27%).  Finland, Switzerland, Belgium 
and the Netherlands all had more than 20% of students at these top levels.  With the exception of Mexico and 
Turkey, at least 5% of students in each OECD country  reached Level 5 or 6. Level 2 is considered a baseline level 
of mathematics proficiency at which students begin to demonstrate the kind of skills that enable them to use 
mathematics actively. Level 2 tasks require students to recognise mathematical problems requiring only direct 
inferences, to extract information from a single source and to make literal interpretations of their results. Over three-
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quarters (78.7%) of students on average across OECD countries were proficient at least at this level. In Finland and 
Korea,  90% of students  performed at or above Level 2.  In every OECD country except Mexico, Turkey, Italy, 
Greece and Portugal at least 70% of students were at Level 2 or above (PISA, 2006).  
2. Method 
The data used in this descriptive study  were obtained through review documents of OECD (Education at a Glance 
2008 OECD IndÕcators) and PISA. In this study, we compared  the most successful five OECD countries (Finland, 
Korea, Netherlands, Canada, Japan) with the last five (Mexico, Turkey, Greece, Chile, Italy) in PISA Mathematical 
literacy both in 2003 and 2006 in terms of social justice and equality in educational opportunities. We looked into 
the subject through the dimensions of financial and human resources invested in education, the learning environment 
and organisation of schools. General survey was applied in this research. It is also important to mention that we 
could only obtain the available data that were limited to the OECD countries which take PISA exam.  
3. Results (Findings) 
The findings attained at the end of the study will be discussed into two main parts; student performances in PISA 
Mathematical literacy both in 2003 and 2006 and the factors of the dimensions of financial and human resources 
invested in education, the learning environment and organisation of schools that affect the result. 
 
3.1 Student performances in PISA maths literacy in 2003- 2006 
 
Table 1. 2003-2006 student performance 
 
 
 Table 1 indicates that Finland, Korea, Netherland, Japan and Canada are the highest performing OECD countries 
while Mexico, Turkey, Greece, Italy and Portugal are the least. The OECD average is 500 score points. 
 
Table 2. PISA performance  at 15-year-olds (2006) 
 
Mathematics Point (%) Mathematics Point (%) 
The most successful 
five OECD countries Below level 2 
(below 420,07 score 
points 
Level 5 and 6 
(upper 606,99 score 
points) 
The least 
successful  
five OECD 
countries 
Below level 2 
(below 420,07 score 
points 
Level 5 and 6 
(upper 606,99 score 
points) 
Finland 5,95 24,43 Mexico 56,50 0,84 
Korea 8,85 27,06 Turkey 52,09 4,18 
Netherlands 11,53 21,14 Greece 32,34 5,04 
Japan 13,04 21,14 Italy 32,82 6,22 
Canada 10,79 18,13 Portugal 30,71 5,69 
OECD mean 21,28 13,37 OECD mean 21,28 13,37 
 
The findings of Table 2 show that the number of students below level 2 in the first group is a few.  In  the second 
group especially in Mexico and Turkey more than half of the students are below level 2. In these countries very few 
of the students are over level 5 and 6. 
 
 
Mathematics Point Mathematics Point The most successful 
five OECD countries 
2003 2006 
The least successful five OECD 
countries 
2003 2006 
Finland 544,29 548,36 Mexico 385,22 405,65 
Korea 542,23 547,46 Turkey 423,42 423,94 
Netherlands 537,82 530,65 Greece 444,91 459,20 
Japan 534,14 523,10 Italy 465,66 461,69 
Canada 532,49 527,01 Portugal 466,02 466,16 
OECD mean 500,00 497,68 OECD mean 500,00 497,68 
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3.2  The dimensions of financial and human resources invested in education 
Table 3. Cumulative expenditure per student over the theoretical duration of primary and secondary studies (2005-in USD) 
 
 
This data provides an assessment for investment in each student. It is largely influenced by teachers’ salaries,  
pension systems, instructional and teaching hours, teaching materials and facilities, the programme orientation 
provided to pupils/students and the number of students enrolled in the education system. OECD countries spend on 
average USD 87 720 per student over the theoretical duration of primary and secondary studies. The cumulative 
expenditure for each primary and secondary student ranges from less than USD 40 000 in Mexico. It is worth to 
question that Italy spends more than OECD average but it is one of the least successful countries. 
 
Table 4. GDP per capita (2005, in USD) 
 
The most successful 
five OECD countries 
GDP per capita  
(2005, in USD)  
 
The least successful five OECD 
countries 
GDP per capita  
(2005, in USD)  
 
Finland 30,468 Mexico 11,299 
Korea 21,342 Turkey 7,786 
Netherlands 34,724 Greece 25,472 
Japan 30,290 Portugal 19,967 
Canada 32,929 Italy 27,750 
OECD mean 29,587 OECD mean 29,587 
 
Table 4 shows that Turkey, Mexico and Portugal have low levels of GDP per capita that are below OECD 
average. Especially GDP per capita in Turkey is only USD 7, 786. On the other hand, it is questionable that GDP 
per capita in Korea is a lot lower than OECD average.  There is a clear positive relationship between spending on 
educational institutions per student and GDP per capita at both primary and secondary levels of education; poorer 
OECD countries tend to spend less per student than richer ones. 
 
3.3 The learning environment and organization of schools 
 
Table 5. Average class size, by type of institution and level of education (2006) 
 
The most successful 
five OECD countries 
Primary 
Education 
(Total: Public 
and private 
institutions) 
Secondary 
Education 
(Total: Public 
and private 
institutions) 
The least successful five OECD 
countries 
Primary 
Education 
(Total: Public 
and private 
institutions) 
Secondary 
Education 
(Total: Public 
and private 
institutions) 
Finland m m Mexico 19,8 29,5 
Korea 31,6 35,8 Turkey 27,2 m 
Netherlands 22,4 m Greece 18,9 21,8 
Japan 28,3 33,3 Italy 18,4 21,0 
Canada m m Portugal 19,0 22,7 
OECD mean 21,5 24,0 OECD mean 21,5 24,0 
 
The  data shown by table 5 mentions that classes in the most successful countries are more crowded. On the other 
hand the average class size in the least successful countries is below  OECD average. This result is really 
questionable because the relationship between class size and student performance is often non-linear. Many factors 
influence the interaction between teachers and students, and class size is only one of them. Other influences include 
the number of classes or students for which a teacher is responsible, the subject taught, the division of the teacher’s 
The most successful 
five OECD countries 
Total primary and secondary 
Education (2005) 
 
The least successful five OECD 
countries 
Total primary and secondary 
Education (2005) 
 
Finland 79,792 Mexico 25,551 
Korea 68,424 Turkey m 
Netherlands 75,604 Greece 81,410 
Japan 87,845 Portugal 68,034 
Canada 94,040 Italy 95,378 
OECD mean 87,720 OECD mean 87,720 
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time between teaching and other duties, the grouping of students within classes, the pedagogical approach employed 
and the practice of team teaching( OECD, 2008).  
 
Table 6. Ratio of students to teaching staff in educational institutions (2006) 
 
The most successful 
five OECD countries 
Primary 
Education 
(Total: Public 
and private 
institutions) 
Secondary 
Education 
(Total: Public 
and private 
institutions) 
The last successful five OECD 
countries 
Primary 
Education 
(Total: Public 
and private 
institutions) 
Secondary 
Education 
(Total: Public 
and private 
institutions) 
Finland 15,0 12,9 Mexico 28,0 30,2 
Korea 26,7 18,2 Turkey 26,7 15,8 
Netherlands 15,3 15,8 Greece 10,6 8,2 
Japan 19,2 13,7 Italy 10,7 10,7 
Canada m 15,9 Portugal 10,6 7,9 
OECD mean 16,2 13,2 OECD mean 16,2 13,2 
 
The ratio of students to teaching staff is obtained by dividing the number of full-time equivalent students at a 
given level of education by the number of full-time equivalent teachers at that level and in similar types of 
institutions. The ratio of students to teaching staff is also an important indicator of the resources devoted to 
education. Table 6 indicates that although Korea is one of the most successful countries, its ratio of studnts to 
teaching staff is above OECD average.  On the other hand, Greece, Italy and Portugal have the ratio of sudents to 
teaching staff that is below OECD average.  
 
Table 7. Teachers' salaries (2006, in USD) 
 
Teachers' salaries (Salary after 15 years of 
experience /minimum training) 
Teachers' salaries (Salary after 15 years of 
experience /minimum training)  
The most 
successful 
five OECD 
countries 
Primary  
Education  
Upper Secondary 
Education 
The last 
successful  
five OECD 
countries 
Primary  
Education  
Upper Secondary 
Education 
Finland 35 798 42 440 Mexico 18 200 m 
Korea 52 666 52 543 Turkey 14 138 14 138 
Netherlands 42 199 62 073 Greece 32 030 32 030 
Japan 49 097 49 097 Italy 29 287 32 781 
Canada m m Portugal 32 866 32 866 
OECD mean 37 832 43 360 OECD mean 37 832 43 360 
 
Table 7 indicates that teachers’ salaries in Mexico, Turkey, Greece, Italy and Portugal are lower than the OECD 
average. Salaries and working conditions are important in attracting, developing and retaining skilled and effective 
teachers. Theoretically, the salary structure can provide salary incentives and rewards so as to attract high-quality 
teachers and increase their job satisfaction and performance. 
 
Table 8. Level of government at which different types of decisions about curriculum are taken in public lower secondary education (2007) 
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The findings of table 8 show that in Mexico, Turkey, Greece, Italy and Portugal decisions are mostly highly 
centralized. On the contrary, in Finland, Korea, Netherlands, Japan and Canada decisions are more often taken at the 
school level. An important factor in educational policy is the division of responsibility among national, regional and 
local authorities, as well as schools. Placing more decision-making authority at lower levels of the educational 
system has been a key aim of educational restructuring and systemic reform in many countries since the early 1980s. 
The most common goals are increased efficiency and improved financial control, reduction of bureaucracy, 
increased responsiveness to local communities, creative management of human resources, improved potential for 
innovation and the creation of conditions that provide better incentives for improving the quality of schooling. 
Among the more controversial policy-related issues are a heightened interest in measures of accountability (OECD, 
2008). 
4. Discussion and Conclusion 
This study found that Finland, Korea, Netherland, Japan and Canada are the highest performing OECD countries 
while Mexico, Turkey, Greece, Italy and Portugal are the least. It is important to emphasis that in Mexico and 
Turkey more than half of the students are below level 2. In these countries very few of the students are over level 5 
and 6. Level 2 is considered a baseline level of mathematics proficiency at which students begin to demonstrate the 
kind of skills that enable them to use mathematics actively. 
OECD countries spend on average USD 87 720 per student over the theoretical duration of primary and secondary 
studies. The cumulative expenditure for each primary and secondary student ranges from less than USD 40 000 in 
Mexico. Effective schools require the right combination of trained and talented personnel, adequate facilities and 
motivated students who are ready to learn. It is possible to say that thereis a positive relationship between the the 
amount of investment in each sudent and their success. The least successful five OECD countries  have low levels of 
GDP per capita that are below OECD average( USD 29,587). 
Class size is a hotly debated topic and an important element of education policy in many OECD countries. 
Smaller classes are often perceived to allow teachers to focus more on the individual needs of students and to reduce 
the amount of class time they spend dealing with disruptions. Smaller class sizes may also influence parents when 
they choose schools for their children. In this respect, class size would be viewed as an indicator of the quality of the 
school system (OECD, 2008). However, our result doesn’t support this common fact.  While the average class size 
in Korea which is one of the most succeful countries is 31,6 it is in Italy which is one of the least successful 
countries is 18,4. Besides this, the ratio of students to teaching staff in Turkey and Mexico is over OECD average.  
Teachers’ salaries in Mexico, Turkey, Greece, Italy and Portugal which are the least successful OECD countries 
are lower than the OECD average. Theoretically, the salary structure can provide salary incentives and rewards so as 
 Choice of textbooks 
Design 
of programmes 
Selection 
of programmes offered 
Range 
of subjects 
taught 
Definition 
of course content 
Finland Local Local Local Local Local 
Korea School Regional Regional Regional Regional 
Netherlands School School School School School 
Japan Local Central Central School School 
Th
e 
m
os
t s
uc
ce
ss
fu
l 
Fi
ve
 O
EC
D
 c
ou
nt
rie
s 
Canada m m m m m 
Mexico Central State Central Central Central 
Turkey Central Central Central Central Central 
Greece m m m m m 
Portugal School Central Central Central Central 
Th
e 
le
as
t s
uc
ce
ss
fu
l 
Fi
ve
 O
EC
D
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ou
nt
rie
s 
Italy School  Central Central Central Central 
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to attract high-quality teachers and increase their job satisfaction and performance. International comparisons of 
salaries provide simplified illustrations of the compensation received by teachers for their work(OECD, 2008). 
The level of decision making varies from central or state levels to school levels. While in Mexico, Turkey, 
Greece, Italy and Portugal decisions are mostly highly centralized, in Finland, Korea, Netherlands, Japan and 
Canada decisions are more often taken at the school level. It is obvious that there is a movement toward educational 
decentrilaziation that is bringing more power to communities in the governing of schools. For Bezzina (1993) argues 
that for schools to function better, a professional culture which offers choice, authority and responsibility through 
more decision-making powers and a participative structure at school level needs to be encouraged.  
Despite the increased drive for effectiveness and efficiency, the issues of equality and equity remain among the 
major education policy priorities. OECD education ministers have emphasized “Quality education for all” (OECD, 
1991), signaling clearly that quality cannot be played against equality. There is wide agreement also about the duty 
of governments to reduce inequality of access to education, learning opportunities and outcomes. Concrete measures 
are taken throughout the industrialized world, with unequal success under differing conditions. Increased equality 
remains a goal however and, with improving standards and average achievements, it is likely to be a moving target 
over the next generations (Hutmacher& Cochrane&Bottani, 2001,22). 
The analyses showed that  students’socio- economic differences is really important to account for the variation in 
student performance. Inefficiencies in students’ socio-economic statues effect their performance negatively. The 
other factor which must be taken into account is accountability policies. There is a significant positive association 
between schools making their achievement data public and having stronger results. Students in countries where 
school autonomy is more common tend to do better in the maths assessment. While teachers’ salaries are lower in 
the last five participants, teachers’ working time is higher. There is a big difference in the student-teacher ratio 
between these participants. This ratio is lower in successful countries.  
In conclusion, we can obviously say that all participants don’t have the equal conditions and opportunities. It is 
not extraordinary to have big differences in countries performances.   There is a crucial point to emphasis that unless  
we supply the equal opportunities and stice in education is it possible to talk about success and failure? 
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